Gathering of Old
, while Walker has also published numerous short stories and novels (including The Third Life of Grange Copeland, Meridian, The Color Purple, The Temple of My Familiar, Possessing the Secret of Joy, and By the Light of My Father's Smile), as well as several books of poetry and essays. In his first published novel, Gaines's protagonist is a woman, and in her first published novel, Walker's protagonist is a man, but since then Gaines's main characters have mostly been men and Walker's main characters have mostly been women. Actually, Gaines said in a 1991 interview with Saeta and Skinner that he had only recently realized "Miss Jane is not about Miss Jane; it's about the four men in her life" (248). Both Walker and Gaines acknowledge the influence of Zora Neale Hurston, and both have also drawn attention to the importance of their early readings of nineteenthcentury Russian authors (Estes 6, Shelton 20, O'Brien 335, Gaudet and Wooten 33-35).
Alice Walker and Ernest J. Gaines have earned awards, critical regard, and fame for their fiction, and both have gained wide public attention from the film versions of their novels, especially Walker's The Color Purple and Gaines's The Autobiography of Miss Jane Pittman. Both are academics in the sense that they themselves teach or have taught at the university level, and the works of both are regularly taught, studied, and written about within academia. Scholars have previously noted their emphasis on community, as in John Roberts's "The Individual and the Community in Two Short Stories by Ernest J. Gaines," Jeffrey Folks's "Communal Responsibility in Ernest J. Gaines's A Lesson Before Dying," or Jennifer Von Ammon's dissertation "A Selection of Alice Walker's Women: Ancestry, Community, and the Spirit." Scholarship on both has also included, scattered among numerous studies, gender-related comments of an adversarial nature. For example, Henry Louis Gates has said of Alice Walker that "inevitably, some black intellectuals-generally male-would castigate her for her doctrinal heresies" ("Preface" x), while David C. Estes has said of Ernest Gaines that his "dedication to exploring the predicament of black men in our culture may account, in part, for the lack of critical attention he has received at a time when scholars have produced numerous studies of his African American female contemporaries and their novels about women's issues" (9).
Regardless of whether they are writing about being a woman or being a man, Walker and Gaines share a concern for self-identity, yet Possessing the Secret of Joy and A Lesson Before Dying emphasize that an individual's self-identification is inextricably bound to community
